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In Congo Masquerade, Congo expert Theodore Trefon seeks to explain why a decade of 
internationally-supported state-building efforts has brought very little progress in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. As the title indicates, Trefon’s narrative centres on the 
hypocrisy of the interactions between Congolese authorities and international partners, during 
which both sides “make a show of being what they are not” and “pretend not to recognize 
who is behind the masks surrounding them” (p. x). Congo Masquerade is compact and 
accessible, and therefore an ideal introduction for those less familiar with the Congo’s 
predicament. Yet it will certainly also interest Congo experts and activists, because of its 
razor-sharp and provocative analysis of who is responsible for the country’s lack of progress 
and why. 
The analysis, described by Trefon as based on a political-anthropological approach, is 
presented in five concise and accessible chapters. The book starts relatively slowly, with 
chapters one and two respectively discussing more general questions regarding contemporary 
aid efficiency and providing an introduction to the Congo’s recent history. While useful for 
readers who are new to the extensive literature on the DRC, those who already have more 
extensive background knowledge may thus find few new insights in these chapters. This is, 
however, compensated for in the remaining three chapters, which effectively substantiate 
Trefon’s central argument that reform in the Congo can best be understood as an intricate 
masquerade. The reader is first offered a detailed empirical discussion of four sectoral case 
studies: infrastructure, security, decentralisation and industrial logging. Trefon then focuses 
on two cross-cutting issues influencing reform in any sector: the complex position and 
practices of Congolese civil servants, and the political culture of secrecy, oppression and 
corruption that prevails in the country. 
Rather than attempting to construct a theoretical framework with more general 
applicability, Trefon draws a detailed yet vivid picture of the African country he knows best, 
with very few references to other cases of state-building. This should not, however, deter 
those whose primary geographical interest is not the Congo, as the author convincingly 
illustrates many issues that are also salient to other African settings. The main theme is of 
course that of reform as a shadow-play, for which both Congolese authorities and 
international partners bear responsibility. Congolese authorities, ranging from those at the 
highest levels of the state to the civil servants tasked with implementing specific projects, are 
responsible because their ulterior motive is to maintain their positions of (relative) power, and 
they hence “cunningly smother reform initiatives but without completely suffocating them” 
(p. 9). Donors do not escape blame either, as their approach lacks a master plan, and 
underestimates the complexity of the Congo’s political culture. Developments in the field of 
security sector reform (SSR), one of Trefon’s case studies, illustrate these dynamics well. A 
large number of bilateral and multilateral donors have over the past years attempted to 
improve the functioning of the Congolese police and military. They lack, however, a common 
vision and have underestimated the extent to which SSR is a political, rather than a technical, 
process. Congolese actors, both national and local, pay lip service to these SSR initiatives. 
Yet in reality, they “prefer organizing insecurity rather than improving security” (p. 65), as 
the former is much more lucrative.  
This central theme of a masquerade between Congolese authorities and donors inspires 
Trefon to touch upon a number of related processes, which make the two-way masquerade 
possible, or even inevitable. These include fragmentation of and competition between donor 
efforts, the persistent use by donors of one-size-fits-all solutions, the Congolese cultivation of 
disinformation and misunderstanding, and the complex forms of accommodation between 
Congolese state agents and citizens. 
Congo Masquerade is not an optimistic book. Trefon warns the reader in his introduction 
that his book is intended to “sound an alarm” (p. x), and he starts off with a discomforting 
‘Congolese parable’ that sets the tone for what is to follow. In line with his analytic focus on 
the context factors suffocating any reform effort, rather than on the content or design of 
particular reforms, Trefon completely refrains from making suggestions on how the reform 
process could be improved. Despite the author’s concerted effort in the conclusion to end on a 
positive note, by stressing the dynamism and growing agency of the Congolese population, 
any reader concerned with the DRC’s future will be left feeling very uneasy.  
It is this frank assessment, and the accessible and concise way in which it is presented, 
that make Congo Masquerade a must-read, both for readers only starting to venture into the 
broad Congo literature and for those with a more long-standing interest in the country. 
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